Distance web-based VET is nowadays of utmost importance for the EU. But, its special characteristics create doubts, as far as its quality is concerned, so research in this field is essential. According to the theoretical background, teaching methods and specifically, inter-learner communication and collaborative learning, are related to quality assurance. However, they are not always included in quality criteria nor is their use widespread in Greek distance VET. The aim of the research was to compare learner views with EU policy on the inclusion of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning in quality criteria. A qualitative research design was used to investigate EU quality assurance policy and frameworks. According to the findings, interlearner communication is included in seven EU quality assurance frameworks, while collaborative learning in five of them. Learners have the same opinion about collaborative learning, but interlearner communication is not as widely accepted as it is by EU organizations. However, from both perspectives, there is a stronger preference for distance inter-learner communication.
Introduction
It is often argued that research needs to connect policy with practice, in order to improve the results of educational processes (Letherby & Bywaters, 2007) . The research presented in this article aimed at comparing both dimensions; the European Union (EU) policy with learners' views on the actual educational processes. The focus was on distance web-based initial and continuing vocational education and training (VET), which refers to courses or whole programs
Quality Assurance in the European Union
Distance web-based VET is nowadays very important, not only for the EU, but also worldwide, as it has become clear that it contributes to economic growth and technological progress (Official Journal of the EU, 2014). It is often argued in EU texts that retraining employees can lead to technological innovation (European Commission, 2018) . This is the reason why it has been set as a strategic aim to increase the percentage of adults in Lifelong Learning by 2020. In order to achieve this, VET needs to become attractive to prospective learners, so quality assurance proves to be effective. Also, quality assurance is important for the EU, as it ensures validity of VET certification in every member-state (Yerevan Communiqué, 2015) . For this reason, common quality criteria in every EU country are essential (Rosewell & Jansen, 2014) . Also, it is recognized that, in order to increase the number of learners, it is vital to create programs of study according to learner needs (Rosewell & Jansen, 2014) . Consequently, this should be the central component of EU quality assurance.
Previous research concerning VET quality assurance in the EU is of limited quantity. Studies on web-based VET compare European quality assurance frameworks, in order to create a common system (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012; Peres et al., 2014) . However, most studies focus on the quality criteria of different EU models ( Rosewell & Jansen, 2014) . Research in this field agrees that inter-learner communication and collaborative learning are included in EU quality assurance frameworks, considering the fact that they both benefit learners (Kear et al., 2012; Ossiannilsson, 2012; Read & Rodrigo, 2014; Rosewell & Jansen, 2014) . This is one of the reasons why these frameworks are considered effective in improving distance VET (Ossiannilsson, 2012; Rosewell & Jansen, 2014 ).
Inter-learner Communication and Collaborative Learning as Quality Criteria
There is no common agreement on specific criteria, suitable for modern web-based VET. Usually, we encounter two types of criteria; firstly, those related to the educational process (methods, learning material, assessment, communication) and secondly, those related to issues outside the educational process (policies, administration, finance, technical support) (Ellis & Calvo, 2007) . Also, very important for distance education is the assessment interactivity and adaptability to learners' needs (Ossiannilsson & Landgren, 2012) .
A great extent of previous research in this field focuses on quality criteria, proving their importance. A number of studies present the characteristics of a quality web-based course (Ehlers, 2004 Most theorists argue that, in distance education, the teaching methods, not technology, play the decisive role in distance education (Claus & Dooley, 2005) . Consequently, quality does not depend on the medium, but on the actual process; the forms of teacher-learner and learnerlearner communication and the ways learners interact with the material (Simonson et al., 2015) . Inter-learner communication is a central component of distance education (Moore, 2000) . This idea stems from social theory, which argues that dialogue, collaboration and interaction with our social environment leads to effective learning (Vygotsky, 1978) . Communication is even more important in distance education because of the physical distance between learners. Thus, according to the theory of transactional distance, when learners communicate and co-create knowledge, they feel close to each other, something which increases motivation and facilitates learning (Moore, 2013) . Collaborative learning combines learner to learner communication with active participation, which is necessary for the acquisition of vocational skills (Rogers, 2002) . Its purpose is the creation of a common result through dialogue, negotiation and feedback (Stacey, 1999) .
Communication and collaborative learning prove to be invaluable for distance education (Alexander & Golja, 2007; DeGennaro, 2010; Reis et al., 2008; Stacey, 1999; Wang, 2014) . Specifically, learners can exchange knowledge and express themselves (Alexander & Golja, 2007) . Introvert learners can receive feedback, avoiding the embarrassment of communicating with the educator (Stacey, 1999) . Furthermore, each learner feels responsible for a certain assignment and has a special role, something which gives them self-confidence and motivation (DeGennaro, 2010).
We conclude that communication and collaborative learning offer so many benefits that they are related to quality. Previous research has drawn the same conclusion ( In conclusion, previous research lacks studies on EU quality assurance frameworks in comparison to Greek learner views. There is a need to research quality assurance for web-based VET and, specifically, communication and collaborative learning as quality criteria. Relevant studies show contradictory results for collaborative learning, so further research is essential. Specifically, not many studies research in detail the suitability of these particular criteria in Greece. The research results could also reveal the importance and necessity of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning in web-based VET courses, for Greek learners.
Research Aims and Research Questions
The aims of the present research were: (a) to describe Greek learners' opinions about the inclusion of communication and collaborative learning in quality assurance criteria of distance web-based VET, (b) to compare these perceptions with EU policy for quality assurance in distance VET, as it follows from EU quality assurance frameworks. The research questions were:
• How do learners in Greece perceive the inclusion of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning in quality criteria for web-based VET? • Do learner perceptions agree with EU quality assurance frameworks for web-based VET/ education? • Is there a difference between inter-learner communication and collaborative learning, as far as their place in distance VET quality assurance is concerned? 
Methodology

The Research Design
Taking the research questions into consideration, the most suitable design was a mixed methods research. In order to investigate the EU policy, it was necessary to follow a qualitative design, which presents in detail a complicated issue (Creswell, 2012) . Specifically, the relevant texts were investigated through content analysis to express the actual facts, but also the second level, the indirect aims which form part of the policy (Mayring, 2000) . The second part of the research required a quantitative sample survey, as the aim was to describe learners' views (Creswell, 2012) . Moreover, there was a need for a quantitative research on learners' thoughts and needs, as most previous studies follow qualitative methods to investigate them.
In order to answer the second research question, it was necessary to compare and contrast qualitative and quantitative data. Research on a practical level (educational process) should inform policy (quality assurance frameworks). Considering that policy can direct the educational process to a certain direction, it is important that it follows from learner needs. In order to do this, a comparison of the two was essential: both perspectives are presented so that the current situation shows if and what needs to change in these frameworks. The integration of both research designs will give a complete picture, in order to show the importance of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning for quality distance VET.
The Research Process
The present research consists of a qualitative and a quantitative part. For the qualitative part, previous research, the theoretical background and the research questions defined the field and initial themes/ key-words of the investigation. Through purposeful sampling, the texts were chosen among manuals of quality assurance frameworks, reports, proposals and other official texts from EU websites. The particular quality assurance frameworks were chosen on the basis that they can be applied to distance and e-learning VET, CPD courses and MOOCs. The initial themes/ key-words guided the choice of texts. After a first investigation, the initial themes were reduced and condensed to three (Robson, 2002) :
• EU quality assurance organizations and frameworks, • Inter-learner communication in quality criteria, • Collaborative learning in quality criteria.
Content analysis started with the description and presentation of the background. Following the themes, text parts were assigned to a code, each belonging to one of the three themes.
For the quantitative sample survey, an online questionnaire (Google Forms) was created, as the particular population (adults who participate/ have participated within the last 5 years in a webbased VET, MOOC or CPD course) is familiar with new technologies. However, considering the fact that it was impossible to know the exact number of all these learners in Greece, nonprobability sampling was chosen as the most suitable (Creswell, 2012) . As a result, the sample came from various sources: (a) two Centers for Vocational Education and Training (University of Ioannina and University of Patras, Greece), which offer web-based continuing VET and CPD courses and (b) volunteers found in the Hellenic Open University (Greece) forum and social media. The sample size was 157 participants.
As far as the questionnaire is concerned, it consisted of an introduction which informed participants about the aim of the research. All questions were closed-ended (multiple choice/ assurance frameworks. Special attention is given to collaborative learning, as its advantages are often analysed (EADTU, 2016).
Quality Assurance Organizations and Frameworks
The European policy for distance VET quality assurance is implemented by the relevant organizations, which create, in turn, criteria related to communication and collaborative learning. These frameworks are: 
Inter-learner Communication and Collaborative Learning in Quality Criteria
Two of the investigated quality assurance models -MOOQ QRF and ReOpen -do not include criteria as detailed as the others models do. However, they refer to the importance of course design, teaching methods and, specifically, inter-learner communication and participation. We present below, in alphabetical order, the rest of the quality assurance frameworks and their criteria that refer to inter-learner communication and collaborative learning.
In ECB Check (2012), we encounter a field of criteria entitled "Program/ Course Design"; the first subcategory "Learning Design and Methodology" encourages learner participation and communication, but only if they fulfil the course aims. The second subcategory includes criteria that support learner-centred teaching methods and collaboration, even though in the 2010 edition they were not presented as necessary. Most importantly, a whole subcategory is dedicated to collaborative learning, something which indicates the importance of this particular method. However, it is recognized that collaborative learning cannot be used in every course.
Learner Views
For the first part of the questionnaire, 50% of the participants answered that the duration of their current/ latest course was 1-3 months. 67% of the sample had experience with inter-learner communication in web-based VET, whereas 52.2% had experience with collaborative learning. We conclude that communication is implemented more often than collaborative learning.
The second part consisted of the following statements:
1. "Web-based inter-learner communication contributes to the quality of distance web-based VET". Most participants agreed with this statement, as it had the highest mean value (3.99 on a scale of 1 to 5). Moreover the majority of answers were higher than the mean and only 6 participants (strongly) disagreed (Table 1 ). 2. "Web-based inter-learner communication should be included in the quality criteria of distance web-based VET". The second highest mean value was found for this statement ( Table 2 ). The percentages of those who were neutral or disagreed were higher than those in the previous statement. However, the majority of the sample (strongly) agreed with the importance of inter-learner communication in quality assurance. 3. "Web-based inter-learner communication can be implemented in any web-based VET course". The mean value here was the second lowest of all statements. But still, most participants agreed or were neutral. 4. "Web-based collaborative learning contributes to the quality of distance web-based VET".
More participants disagreed with this statement than with the respective statement for inter-learner communication. However, the majority agreed (70%). 5. "Web-based collaborative learning should be included in the quality criteria of distance web-based VET". Comparing statements 2 and 5, the mean was also lower for collaborative learning. But, it is evident that most participants agreed. 6. "Web-based collaborative learning can be implemented in any web-based VET course".
The percentage of those who (strongly) disagreed with this statement was the highest of all statements (17.2%). Even though the mean was here the lowest, it is important that, again, most participants agreed. Finally, the sample was positively inclined towards all six statements. Also, it is evident that learners were slightly more positive towards inter-learner communication and less positive, as far as their implementation is concerned.
Inter-Learner Communication and Collaborative Learning as Quality Criteria of Distance Vocational Education and Training
The Spearman correlation coefficient showed that there was significant correlation between statements for inter-learner communication and statements for collaborative learning (r = 0.268 p = 0.001). Some degree of correlation was also found between the need to include inter-learner communication/ collaborative learning in quality criteria and the ability to implement them in any course (r = 0.335 p = 0.001 / r = 0.06 p = 0.001 respectively). Moreover, the agreement with the need to include them in quality criteria seems to be related to the agreement with their contribution to quality. Something that explains the results is the participants' experience with distance communication and collaborative learning; contingency tables showed that learners with experience in web-based communication (collaborative learning respectively) agreed with its importance in quality criteria. Furthermore, it is evident that mostly participants in the age group 25-44 agreed with the need to include communication in the quality criteria of web-based VET. As far as the respective statement for collaborative learning is concerned, mostly participants above 45 agreed (Table 3 ). We conclude that age is related to opinions on this issue. Gender, on the other hand, did not influence the results and neither did course duration. 
Conclusion
The quantitative sample survey showed that most participants agreed with all statements. As far as inter-learner communication is concerned, the majority of the participants believe that it contributes to quality and that it should be included in the quality criteria of web-based VET quality assurance frameworks. Slightly lower were the percentages for the ability to implement it in any course of this type. The rank was the same for the respective statements concerning collaborative learning. However, learners were more positive towards the importance of communication in quality assurance. Only half of the sample believes that it is possible to use collaborative learning under any circumstances. We conclude thus that they are both considered important in web-based VET, but opinion is divided, when it comes to their implementation.
Correlation between statements 1 and 2 (also 4 and 5) was expected, as contribution to quality justifies the need to assess the use of these particular methods. Furthermore, the fact that the results for statements 2 and 3 (also 5 and 6) were very close indicates that the ability to use them in any course is related to the ability and the need to include them in quality criteria. But, this need is somewhat lessened, if we consider that only half of the participants agree with the ability to use them (especially collaborative learning) under any circumstances. The results were also influenced by the lack of experience, firstly, with collaborative learning and secondly, with interlearner communication. This is probably the reason why some learners do not know the advantages of their use, so they consider them redundant. Also, this led them to believe that they cannot be implemented in every course of this type. The short duration of some courses or the lack of free time (work/ family obligations) may have affected their opinion.
The necessity for inter-learner communication in quality VET courses is also supported in previous research. The contribution of collaborative learning to quality and the need to include it in quality criteria was also found in previous studies, except for three (Creelman et al., 2014; Lenert & Janes, 2017; Merisotis & Phipps, 2000) .
EU Criteria and Learner Views
In order to answer the second question, we compared the qualitative research findings with the results of the quantitative sample survey. Most participants believe that inter-learner communication and collaborative learning should be included in the quality criteria of web-based VET. But, collaborative learning was found slightly less important and more difficult to implement.
The qualitative part of the research indicated the learners' crucial role in EU quality assurance. Specifically, special attention is given by European organizations to inter-learner communication and collaborative learning. It was found that inter-learner communication is included in all the investigated EU quality assurance frameworks. Collaborative learning is not included in two (MOOQ QRF, ReOpen) out of seven frameworks (29%). However, these two frameworks did not present detailed criteria, so we could not draw definite conclusions. Although some frameworks (E-xcellence, SEQUENT) focus extensively on collaborative learning, analysing its advantages, others admit its difficulties or present it as not essential.
The important place of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning in EU quality assurance frameworks is in agreement with the theories of social constructivism and transactional distance. Their presence in most of the investigated frameworks is underlined in previous Comparing the above conclusions, EU policy agrees with learner views, as both admit the importance of inter-learner communication and collaborative learning. But, all the relevant EU quality assurance organizations consider inter-learner communication essential for quality, whereas only 70% of the learners did. This percentage could be lower, if we consider that only half of the sample believes that it can be implemented in any course. As far as collaborative learning is concerned, 71% of the investigated EU quality assurance models include it in quality criteria and, at the same time, 66% of the learners believe in its inclusion. Thus, for collaborative learning, there is an absolute agreement between EU policy and learners. This is justified by the fact that, according to the results, both consider this method difficult to implement. Participants were probably influenced by the scarce use of collaborative learning in Greek distance education. In practice, learners may find communication and collaborative learning difficult to implement, due to the lack of guidance and support. On the other hand, lack of free time and the short duration/ workload of CPD courses could explain the results.
Inter-Learner Communication and Collaborative Learning
The statistical analysis showed that learners agreed more with the statements concerning interlearner communication. Even though the majority was positive towards both, collaborative learning had lower percentages in every statement, something which shows that it is less important in quality assurance than inter-learner communication. This is justified by the fact that only half of the sample thinks that it is possible to implement collaborative learning under any circumstances. Learners could have been influenced by Greek distance education, which usually avoids collaborative learning. Moreover, it was found that the sample had more experience with inter-learner communication than with collaborative learning.
The statistical analysis indicated significant correlation between the statements for inter-learner communication and the respective statements for collaborative learning. This shows that they are related, considering additionally the fact that communication is a fundamental characteristic of collaborative learning (Moore, 2013) . The preference for inter-learner communication, though, could be justified by the complexity of collaborative processes. Learners and EU organizations seem to consider inter-learner communication much simpler, as the difficulties of collaborative learning implementation are often analysed in the investigated EU texts. For instance, most adults-due to work and family obligations-do not have the time to collaborate. Wang (2014) came to the conclusion that only communication is not enough. Others found that, compared to communication, collaborative learning is redundant or it was not researched at all Finally, we draw the conclusion that inter-learner communication and collaborative learning should be included in the quality criteria of web-based VET. However, their implementation (especially of collaborative learning) in every course is not widely accepted, especially by learners who do not have time to communicate. Although EU quality assurance frameworks were deemed suitable in Greece, some of them present inter-learner communication and collaboration as obligatory. A common quality assurance system for web-based VET should encourage and also assist with their use through guidelines, but it is not realistic to demand their implementation in every course.
